Saussure, a dazzling and driven scholar from a bourgeois Swiss family, blazed trails to new vistas of social science that opened out in the century after his death.
Saussure emerges as a complex individual. As Joseph shows us, his virtuosity was counter balanced by a series of unfortunate failures to get projects finished. That Orwellian 'inside story' hums away in the background of the book.
Two works of genius bookended Saussure's life. The first was a revolutionary mono graph on Proto-Indo-Europeanthe 'raw material' of modern languages from English to Sanskrit -self-published when he was just 21. Saussure's contribution was to deduce that ancient Indo-European must have contained certain sounds that had disappeared from more modern languages and so were undetectable in linguistic history. The prediction was confirmed much later in an analysis of Hittite documents from the thirteenth century bc. 
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Sound sculptor
John A. Goldsmith is intrigued by the life of a linguistics giant who felt himself to be a failure.
England's rocky shorelines, I learned how graptolites -microscopic colonial animals that lived in sediments during the early Palaeo zoic era, about 450 million years ago -vanished from the fossil record when the climate cooled, because the cold, oxygen-rich water that penetrated the deep sea let predators invade the sediments and eat them.
But the book's coverage of climate evolution during the earliest nine-tenths of Earth's history -the Precambrian era, 542 million years ago and earlier -is neither so detailed nor so scientifically balanced. One chapter describes most of this time interval, and another focuses on the Late Proterozoic Snowball Earth glaciations, when ice repeatedly covered nearly all Earth's surface, around 635 million years ago.
Zalasiewicz and Williams give scant attention to the carbonate-silicate cycle that many Earth scientists believe is the key to Earth's Goldilocks status. The basic idea is that volcanoes add carbon to the atmosphere and the sea, and the weathering of silicate minerals on the continents and the deposition of carbonate sediments in the oceans take it out. Weathering slows as the climate cools, so carbon dioxide builds up, warming the climate and creating negative feedback. This feedback is mentioned as causing the Snowball Earth to melt, but its importance in regulating climate in general is not really discussed.
Neither are the authors the best guides to Snowball Earth events. They give too much weight to discarded ideas such as the highobliquity hypothesis, which argues that the glaciations resulted from the tilt of the Earth's axis, and they omit to mention the latest thinking and evidence.
The last chapter of The Goldilocks Planet deals with the Anthropocene epoch -a term popularized by Nobel-prize winning atmospheric chemist Paul Crutzen to describe the geological epoch in which humans have significantly modified the Earth's climate. This is well-trodden ground, but the discussion is on the mark, and the preceding review of climate history gives it credibility. If Earth's climate is as sensitive as it seems to be, then how could it not respond to the massive greenhouse forcing that humans would create by burning a significant fraction of the available fossil fuels?
Pennsylvania State University teaches a general-education Earth science course that approaches global warming in the same way: reviewing climate history to give a context for the anticipated future. It works well for us, and it works for The Goldilocks Planet, too. ■
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The second work was a series of groundbreaking lectures that Saussure gave towards the end of his life, and which was later transformed, through notes taken down and edited by his students, into the great Course on General Linguistics, published in 1916. Much of Saussure's fame came from a book that he never wrote.
Modern linguists remember the wunderkind who followed his stunning early essay with a doctoral dissertation on Sanskrit just a year later. Saussure is also renowned as a key figure in the rise of structuralism, a method that profoundly influenced the social sciences by looking for a universal structure behind human behaviour and social activity. In linguistics, the method can be used to analyse the evolution of language by searching for patterns and symmetries in sounds.
But there were, as Joseph clearly recounts, setbacks. He shows how, after the publication of the monograph, Saussure's teachers at the University of Leipzig in Germany were stunned. They saw his dazzling, innovative reconstruction of Indo-European vowels as a brazen elaboration on what he had been taught in their courses. Fortunately, his doctoral dissertation was much more conventional, and he was granted a degree. When he left Germany, he was not much missed by his teachers.
Saussure then spent a decade teaching in Paris, publishing nothing except a few brief notes and unable to obtain a professorship. He spent a good deal of money he didn't have betting at the races, making up for his losses by winning at poker. Saussure eventually returned to Switzerland, where he was named a professor at the University of Geneva. He continued to teach, but never had many students.
Although Saussure filled scores of notebooks with his research, he never succeeded in producing a book that satisfied his own standards. His students produced a publication in his honour on his 50th birthday, but he died a few years later, unable to see any accomplishments in his life past what he did as a very young man. Yet, as Joseph shows, the Course on General Linguistics continues to have enormous influence on thinkers not only in linguistics, but also in anthropology, sociology and literary criticism.
Weighing up the truth about the whole person -life and work -is no easy thing. Saussure was never to have the satisfaction of understanding the vast reach of his own work. And although we do at least have that, we must sift through the evidence to make our estimation of the life and the man. ■ 
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